








“The Lost Apostrophe”?: Race, the Roots Journey and The “Rose of Tralee” Pageant

Abstract 
Building on recent scholarship on discourses of race in twentieth-century and contemporary Ireland, this article examines the racialised nature of the “roots journey,” in which subjects of Irish descent – typically white Irish Americans – travel back to Ireland to trace their roots. Outlining arguments that have emphasised both the reactionary and radical potential of the practices of genealogy and the search for roots, the article focuses on recent developments in the Rose of Tralee contest, an annual beauty pageant in which women of Irish descent compete for the title “Rose of Tralee.” Noting that three winners since 1998 (and several other competitors since 1994) have been of mixed race ancestry, and emphasising the subsequent roots journeys undertaken by two of these winners to the Philippines and India, respectively, the article questions whether these roots journey, taking nonwhite subjects of Irish descent out of Ireland rather than into it, may offer the potential of decoupling “Irishness” and “whiteness” in radical new ways.
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On 17 March 2009, an episode of The Simpsons aired on the European side of the Atlantic before it aired on its U.S. network, Fox, for the first time in its nineteen-and-a-half-year history. The episode, “In the Name of the Grandfather,” was based around an Irish-American roots journey and was screened to coincide with St. Patrick’s Day. In the episode, Granpa Simpson, accompanied by the entire Simpson family, returns to his ancestral homeland of Ireland in order to enjoy one last drink at Tom O’Flanagan’s pub. Duped by the cunning Irishman, O’Flanagan (Colm Meaney), Homer and Granpa Simpson end up buying the pub, violating Ireland’s smoking ban by turning it into a “smokeeasy” in order to attract customers and are eventually deported back to America. The episode draws on a range of film and popular cultural references, which are likely familiar to both Irish and U.S. viewers, from The Quiet Man (dir. John Ford, 1952) and Finian’s Rainbow (dir. Francis Ford Coppola, 1968) to Riverdance and Once (dir. John Carney, 2006), which had won an Academy Award just the previous year. Like many Irish-American roots journey narratives, the episode is underpinned by the disparity between the returnee’s nostalgia-infused assumptions about Ireland and the reality s/he encounters upon visiting. Granpa Simpson expects to step back to “a simpler age, filled with tweed caps, cheerful sheep and unending troubles.” Instead, upon arrival in his hometown of Dunkilderry, he discovers “upscale boutiques” and “yuprechauns.” Lisa points out that, contrary to Granpa’s presuppositions, Ireland is now “at the forefront of Europe’s tech boom.” While Marge and the children visit conventional tourist sites such as the Giant’s Causeway, the Guinness brewery and the Blarney Stone, they also go to “Mick Ellis Island,” where “returning emigrants who are sick of America are processed by Irish authorities.” While The Simpsons’s representation of Ireland as a Celtic Tiger economy was, by March 2009, already curiously anachronistic, it dramatises and parodies the ongoing investment of Irish diasporic subjects – particularly Irish Americans – in romanticised fantasies of the homeland. Lurking behind such fantasies of Ireland as a pre-modern idyll is the inescapable fact that the Irish-American roots journey is a narrative that has, historically, often worked to re-affirm and mythologise a very narrow and exclusionary idea of Irish identity as white, heterosexual, rural, settled, Catholic.
This essay explores some “roots journeys” to and from Ireland that have taken place over the past twenty years or so. It is inspired, in part, by the visits of Muhummad Ali (to Ennis, Co. Clare, in September 2009) and Barack Obama (to Moneygall, Co. Offaly, in May 2011). In his address to an assembled crowed at College Green, Dublin – having just visited the village from whence his great-great-great grandfather, Falmouth Kearney, emigrated in 1850 – Obama began: “Hello Dublin! Hello Ireland! My name is Barack Obama of the Moneygall Obamas, and I've come home to find the apostrophe that we lost somewhere along the way.”​[1]​ In these opening remarks, Obama situated himself very explicitly in relation to the Irish-American roots journey narrative, such as that explored and satirised in The Simpsons. However, Obama’s visit differed from those of his presidential predecessors, most notably John F. Kennedy (1963) and Ronald Reagan (1984), in that Obama claims both white Irish and non-white ancestries. This essay is particularly interested, then, in the relationship of the Irish-American roots journey to questions of race. To what extent can the roots journey be read as a radical challenge to limiting and exclusionary conceptions of national identity? To what extent, on the other hand, can the roots journey be seen as a highly conservative phenomenon? Drawing, most particularly, on recent developments in the “Rose of Tralee” pageant, this essay questions whether such journeys offer the potential of decoupling “Irishness” and “whiteness” in radical new ways.  
In so doing, the essay addresses itself to a set of quite recent concerns in Irish cultural studies: the role race plays (and has played, historically) in Irish and Irish diaspora society and culture, concerns often – though not always – expressly motivated by a sense of urgency resulting from the unprecedented arrival of tens of thousands of non-white immigrants to Ireland during the Celtic Tiger years.​[2]​ In 1996, after exporting its own population for generations, Ireland became a country of net immigration, which peaked at 104,800 in 2007.​[3]​ For some, the crucial role that race has played in Irish and Irish diaspora society and culture has been occluded by an almost obsessive investment in postcolonialism on the part of scholars of Irish Studies. For John Brannigan, for example, one of the reasons for “the relative absence of considerations of race and racism from studies of modern Irish culture” is “a structural and theoretical legacy of the post-colonial paradigms which have influenced the course of much recent Irish cultural criticism.”​[4]​ Meanwhile, Gerardine Meaney expresses “unease at the way in which a crude political variant of a postcolonial understanding of Irish history has become a recurrent alibi when the state seeks to avoid responsibility for either the Irish past or present.”​[5]​ Because the postcolonial paradigm positions Ireland as historical victim rather than perpetrator, it has tended to absolve white Irish subjects of their participation in structures of white power, both at home and abroad. It is important to historicise the role of race in Irish society because, according to Brannigan, “racial ideologies and racist practices have not only undergirded the Irish state and its defining cultural institutions and policies, often in muted and insidious forms, but have been central to the ways in which official discourses of ‘Irishness’ have been negotiated and contested in the cultural sphere.”​[6]​ Equally, Diane Negra and others have interrogated the vogue for all-things-Irish in U.S. popular culture from the 1990s on, a trend that points to the status of Irishness in contemporary America as form of “enriched whiteness.”​[7]​ In other words, identifying oneself as Irish or affiliating with Irishness in contemporary America has become a means of “speaking a whiteness that would otherwise be taboo,” a way of laying claim to a white identity that is also guilt-free.​[8]​ This is because U.S. Irishness, through what Kevin O’Neill terms the “charter myth” of the Great Famine, provides “a creation story that both explains [the Irish] presence in the new land and connects [them] to the old via a powerful sense of grievance.”​[9]​ Put another way, Irishness has historically been associated in the U.S. with victimhood, rather than with white supremacy.  
If recent scholarship has revealed the implication of contemporary discourses of Irishness in bolstering whiteness in both Ireland and the U.S., the roots journey provides an exemplary means of assessing the relationship between U.S. and Irish constructions of whiteness. In other words, does the transatlantic nature of the roots journey serve to reify pre-existing narratives of whiteness and Irishness?  Or can the relationship between Irishness and whiteness that operates both in Ireland and the U.S. become unsettled through the transatlantic encounter? What happens, moreover, when the privileged roots journey (that of the white Irish-American subject who travels to Ireland to undertake genealogical research) is displaced in favour of alternative kinds of roots journeys? This essay asks, most fundamentally, whether the roots journey is a inherently conservative enterprise or whether, when decoupled from the Irish-American transatlantic context, it might become the vehicle for a radical interrogation of “authentic” Irish identity, so often conceived as white, heterosexual, rural, settled, Catholic.

Historicising the “Roots Journey” in the United States
Many commentators locate the beginnings of the roots phenomenon in the United States in the success of Alex Haley’s Roots (1976), the story of the author’s ancestor, Kunta Kinte, kidnapped in the Gambia in the eighteenth century and brought to America as a slave. However, Haley’s Roots merely reinforced a trend that had begun ten years earlier. From the mid-1960s to the mid-1970s, white ethnic subjects, whose ancestors had participated fully in the U.S.’s assimilation orthodoxy, suddenly became deeply interested in their European immigrant genealogy. “Ethnic revival” was a trend that became perceptible across the cultural arena. Ethnic-flavoured stage musicals (Fiddler on the Roof [1964], Funny Girl [1964]) and films (Rocky [1976], The Deer Hunter [1978]) thrived on Broadway and in cinemas. Immigrant sagas (Mario Puzo’s The Godfather [1969], Leon Uris’s Trinity [1976]) and ethnic coming-of-age novels (Philip Roth’s Portnoy’s Complaint [1969]) hit the bestseller lists. Moreover, an entire industry came to be built upon white ethnic Americans’ desire to trace their roots to the Old Country, as evidenced in numerous “roots journey” advertising campaigns utilised by airlines on both sides of the Atlantic throughout the 1970s.​[10]​ 
The roots phenomenon has been discussed from a variety of perspectives, some of which emphasise the conservatism of the impulse, some claiming a more radical premise for it. As Colin Greer puts it, ethnic revival in the U.S. can be interpreted “both as a proponent and opponent of the progressive agenda of the 60s.”​[11]​ According to Stephanie Rains, writing more generally about the roots phenomenon, “the sustained rise in interest in genealogy during the late twentieth century in fact reflects several genuinely radical shifts in both historical and social conceptions of memory and identity.”​[12]​ For Rains, the roots phenomenon was one consequence of the decentring of History (with a capital “H”) in favour of the micro-narratives of personal and local histories, developments that we now associate with postmodernism. Catherine Nash concurs, noting that popular genealogy can address “the neglect of those ‘hidden from history’” and challenge “the conventional historical focus on ‘great men and great deeds.’”​[13]​ On the other hand, Nash is also aware that Irish roots “may be enlisted by some in reaction to what are perceived as the cultural and social threats of multicultural policies and immigrant incursions.”​[14]​ As such, she echoes David Lloyd, who asserts that: 
Return is no longer a powerful emotional idea for Irish Americans, except in the mostly sentimental and fetishizing desire to establish their genealogy in the old country. That desire has been augmented recently by the successes of a liberal multiculturalism that has left many white Americans, whose roots are by now twisted and entangled in the soil of several European lands, seeking the cultural distinctiveness that they have learnt to see as the “privilege” of ethnic minorities.​[15]​ 
The most sustained analysis of the kind put forth by Lloyd is Matthew Frye Jacobson’s Roots Too, in which he emphasises the concurrence of the ethnic revival in the 1960s and the African American Civil Rights movement. Jacobson argues that the: 
sudden centrality of black grievance to national discussion prompted a rapid move among white ethnics to disassociate themselves from white privilege. The popular rediscovery of ethnic forebears became one way of saying, “We’re merely newcomers. The nation’s crimes are not our own.”​[16]​
In other words, with the African American Civil Rights movement gathering momentum from the mid-1950s, it became impossible for white Americans to ignore centuries of enslavement and disenfranchisement of African Americans. It is not surprising, therefore, that those white Americans whose ancestors arrived in the U.S. after the period of slavery had ended attempted to distance themselves from these atrocities. Indeed, just as President Kennedy was due to embark on his European trip in 1963, including a four-day visit to Ireland, the “much-publicised efforts of Martin Luther King Jr and the civil rights movement in Birmingham, Alabama, were still occupying the president’s time and the nation’s attention.” With a racial crisis at home, a week before JFK was due to arrive in Ireland, the New York Herald Tribune said “‘it would be difficult to dream up a more unjustified and time-wasting trip than the one on which President Kennedy is scheduled to embark.’”​[17]​ Following Jacobson, the apparent coincidence of the President’s white ethnic roots journey and a racial crisis at home merely serves to highlight the inextricability of one from the other.
A further context for the ethnic revival of the 1960s was the passage of the Immigration and Nationality Act (1965), the goal of which was “to eliminate racial and ethnic preferences and grant access to migrants who had previously been denied entry because of the national origins system.”​[18]​ In other words, the act was designed to redress the balance whereby white Europeans wanting to immigrate to the U.S. had historically been privileged at the expense of their East Asian, South Asian and Caribbean counterparts.  As a result of the act, there was “a tremendous surge in immigration”;​[19]​ in the ten years before 1974, about four million immigrants entered the U.S. legally.​[20]​ The 1965 Act arguably fostered a kind of siege mentality in white ethnic Americans, who began to perceive themselves as being displaced in the national imaginary by new immigrants who were, not coincidentally, predominantly non-white subjects.  As Greer puts it, the settled children of previous immigrants “will often celebrate the immigrant of the past as the real immigrant, while the immigrant of the present, by inference, is a false one. The new immigrants are thus seen to threaten and undermine the Americanness of the established groups in whom the ‘true’ immigrant inheritance lives on.”​[21]​ 
Any consideration of Ireland as a roots journey destination has to begin in 1952, with the release of The Quiet Man (dir. John Ford, 1952). The film was not only important in terms of its theme, which saw Sean Thornton returning to his birthplace and reconnecting with his Irish “roots,” but as Stephanie Rains and Luke Gibbons have ably demonstrated, the visual landscapes of the film were also hugely significant in the evolution of Irish tourism. As Luke Gibbons notes, the film’s worldwide success “coincided with the establishment of Bord Fáilte, the Irish Tourist Board, in July 1952” and “it acted as a blueprint for subsequent travelogue films promoting Ireland as a tourist attraction.”​[22]​ In (separate) discussions of this phenomenon, Rains and Sheila Meaney and John Robb demonstrate that the series of tourist promotional films commissioned and made by Bord Fáilte from the late 1950s onwards dramatised the experiences of the returnee – and sometimes alluded specifically to The Quiet Man – as a means of attracting Irish-American tourists to Ireland. When Robert Christenberry, President of the Astor Hotel in New York, was tasked, by the Marshall Aid Programme, with coming up with proposals as to how Ireland might improve its tourist infrastructure, the resulting report “exploited the timely asset of a very popular Hollywood production [The Quiet Man], based on the nostalgia of emigrés and the curiosity of their descendants, and the fact that a large number of the latter now had the means to return.”​[23]​

“Lovely and Fair”: The Rose of Tralee Competition
One event spawned by the drive to encourage U.S. tourism to Ireland in the 1950s was the Rose of Tralee festival.​[24]​ At the end of August of every year since 1959, women of Irish birth and/or Irish ancestry – predominantly from cities in Ireland, Britain, Australia, New Zealand, the U.S. and Canada – have, along with their family, friends and other visitors, gathered in Tralee, Co. Kerry for an annual festival, the culmination of which is the crowning of the Rose of Tralee. Inspired by the nineteenth-century song of the same title, the competition aspires not to be a beauty pageant but an acknowledgment that the winner possesses the same admirable qualities as Mary from the song: 
She was lovely and fair as the rose of the summer,
Yet ‘twas not her beauty alone that won me.
Oh no, ‘twas the truth in her eyes ever dawning
That made me love Mary, the Rose of Tralee.​[25]​
As long-time host Gay Byrne puts it, “It was not a beauty competition or a talent contest, but it did combine elements of each in what might be called a personality show.”​[26]​ Typically, the host welcomes each young woman on to the stage, interviews her about her interests and Irish ancestry, after which she may (or may not) sing, dance, recite a poem or otherwise entertain the audience with some other novelty act. When the winner is announced, she is serenaded by her fellow Roses with a rendition of “The Rose of Tralee.” As befits a competition, begun in 1959, that is devoted to discovering a “true woman” of Irish descent, the swimsuit round, so familiar to global viewers of the Miss World or Miss Universe competitions, is entirely absent from the Rose of Tralee. In its first year, five women from New York, Birmingham, London, Dublin and Tralee, competed for the title. The rules stipulated that the women or one or both of their parents needed to come from Tralee or its surrounding parishes. In 1960, the ancestry rule was expanded to include all of county Kerry and the number of Roses increased to nine, with the addition of contestants from Boston, Chicago, Leeds and Kerry, and the numbers increased year on year.​[27]​ In 1967, the ancestry rule was relaxed to include the whole of Ireland.​[28]​ In 2016, sixty-five Roses gathered in Tralee for the competition, with thirty-two selected for the live television programmes. 
	In 1978, the competition was broadcast live for the first time on RTÉ television, over three hours, breaking only for the nine o’clock news. Since then, the television spectacle has been an annual event and is now screened over two separate evenings, with the winner announced at the end of the second evening’s show. While debate about what many perceive as the Rose of Tralee’s retrograde gender politics – satirised so memorably in the “Lovely Girls” competition in Father Ted (II.7) – is an almost annual affair, the television ratings for the Rose of Tralee suggest that it continues to be popular.​[29]​ Existing analyses of the competition – of which there are very few – have focused on the ways in which it has engaged (or failed to engage) with evolving conceptions of gender and sexuality over the fifty-seven years of its existence. Gary Younge uses the competition, which seeks out an ideal feminine embodiment of Irish “culture,” as a barometer against which to measure the extent to which that “‘culture’ has undergone a huge transformation” over the past twenty years.​[30]​ For Younge, “women’s lives have arguably changed more in Ireland in the course of a generation than anywhere else in the Western world.”​[31]​ Indeed, the Rose of Tralee organisers have made some concessions to the changing times: the age limit for competing was raised to twenty-seven; in 2008, unmarried mothers were eligible to enter the competition for the first time; in 2014, the newly-crowned Rose of Tralee representing Philadelphia, Maria Walsh, came out as gay, to a nonplussed response from the organisers. In 2016, however, the Sydney Rose, Brianna Parkins, provoked controversy when she entered the debate on repealing the Eight Amendment to the Constitution, telling emcee Daithí Ó Sé live on television that “it is time to give women a say on their own reproductive rights. I would love to see a referendum on the eighth coming up soon.”​[32]​ Meanwhile, Fintan Walsh sees the Rose of Tralee (and other pageants such as The Calor Housewife of the Year and Miss Ireland) as complicit in creating what he calls a “homelysexuality”: “a domesticated, marketable, and commercially profitable sexual accent, paradoxically devoid of eroticism, but integral to the brand concept ‘Irishness.’”​[33]​ By contrast, he argues that queer pageants such as Alternative Miss Ireland and Mr Gay Ireland “work to debilitate heteronormative constructions of femininity and masculinity by subverting, disidentifying with, and pornographically imploding idealized prescriptions of gender and sexuality.”​[34]​
	Of course, the Rose of Tralee begs to be considered in the context of the allegorical gendering of Ireland-as-Woman, a cultural motif that has a long genealogy, from Dark Rosaleen and Cathleen Ni Houlihan to the “colleen” figures popularised in the 1860s on both sides of the Atlantic by Thomas Alfred Jones’s (1823-93) paintings and Dion Boucicault’s play The Colleen Bawn (1860).​[35]​ (Indeed, the 1960 logo for the Rose of Tralee competition bears more than a passing resemblance to John Lavery’s painting of his wife, Hazel, as Cathleen Ni Houlihan, which featured on Irish banknotes up to the 1970s. See Figs 1 and 2). It is important to recognise, however, that the Rose of Tralee – like all beauty pageants – is a raced, as well as gendered and sexualised, phenomenon. Until the mid-1990s, the contestants were exclusively white but, as scholars of whiteness remind us, it does not follow that powerful discourses of racialisation are not in play. “The point of seeing the racing of whites,” according to Richard Dyer, “is to dislodge them/us from the position of power [. . .] by undercutting the authority with which they/we speak and act in and on the world.”​[36]​ A closer look at the context in which the contest was begun enables the specific nature of its racialisation to become perceptible. First, it is significant that the competition, which brings women of Irish descent back to Ireland, was begun in the context of accelerated emigration from Ireland, a phenomenon that was often configured in explicitly racialised and gendered terms. Between 1956 and 1961, the Irish population declined by 2.76 per cent. Two important publications appeared which attempted to account for and provide solutions for this situation. In 1953, the University of Notre Dame-based scholar John A. O’Brien edited a collection of essays entitled The Vanishing Irish: The Enigma of the Modern World, a volume devoted to explicating the possible consequences of continued high rates of emigration from Ireland as well as low and late marriage rates in Ireland and among its diaspora. The Irish Times began serialising it on 8 March 1954. The book’s repeated references to “impending extinction,” “racial hemophilia” and “racial suicide” render the racialised aspects of the book explicit. However, many contributors also make it clear that Irish women bear a particular responsibility in respect of this phenomenon of “racial suicide.” O’Brien warns, for example, that 
most of the emigrants in the last five years are women and girls: potential mothers of families lost forever to Ireland. Hence we can see that for more than a century emigration has been like a huge open sore on the bosom of Ireland, robbing her of her lifeblood.​[37]​
By 1959, when the Rose of Tralee competition was held for the first time, the term “vanishing Irish” had become shorthand for Ireland’s declining population.​[38]​ The notion of the Irish “race” dying out is, of course, a profoundly gendered concept. As Dyer argues in his book on whiteness, as “the literal bearers of children and because they are held primarily responsible for their initial raising, women are the indispensable means by which the group – the race – is in every sense reproduced.”​[39]​ It is significant that, in this context of anxieties over race and reproduction, a competition dedicated to choosing a representative of ideal Irish womanhood, from Ireland or from among its diaspora, emerges. 
The following year saw the publication of the four-hundred-page Majority Report of the Commission on Emigration and Other Population Problems, which met between 1948 and 1954. The role of the Commission was 
To investigate the causes and consequences of the present level and trend in population; to examine, in particular, the social and economic effects of birth, death, migration and marriage rates at present and their probable course in the near future; to consider what means, if any, should be taken in the national interest to influence the trend in population; generally, to consider the desirability of formulating a national population policy.​[40]​ 
While at least one member of the Commission, then Director of the Central Statistics Office R.C. Geary, had earlier criticised O’Brien’s book, the Commission confirmed many of its basic claims regarding female migration and low and late marriages.​[41]​ Two years later, the 1956 census recorded the lowest population (2,894,222) since the inception of the State; over 200,000 Irish citizens emigrated during the five-year period from 1951 to 1956.​[42]​ One response to the depleted population, according to Mary Daly, was to extend “citizenship to the descendants of Irish emigrants on very liberal terms” through the Irish Nationality and Citizenship Act (1956).​[43]​ In a Dáil debate on the subject, Fine Gael T.D. Anthony Charles Esmonde welcomed proposals allowing Irish emigrants to maintain their Irish citizenship even if they had acquired citizenship in their adopted country (a revision to the 1935 Act), but wanted the 1956 Act to go further. Recounting a story of a Canadian whose ancestors left Ireland one hundred and twenty years previously, but who is of “pure Irish descent and pure Irish blood,” Esmonde advocated the right to citizenship of this person as at least equal to that of those with “queer names” who are “admitted to Irish citizenship.”​[44]​ When viewed in the context of these public discussions about the right to citizenship of those of Irish descent, over those with “queer names,” the Rose of Tralee appears less whimsical than it is often believed to be and increasingly imbricated with the racial politics of Ireland in the 1950s. 
Recent competitors and winners of the Rose of Tralee have included women of mixed race ancestry. Interestingly, mixed race competitors began to appear in the Rose of Tralee at almost the precise moment during which Ireland entered an extended period of net in-migration. In 1994, the Darwin and French Roses, Ursula Carolyn and Evelyn Faye, had Malaysian and Senegalese fathers, respectively.​[45]​ In 2001, the South Australia Rose, Aimee Butler, was Taiwanese but had been adopted by Australian parents of Irish ancestry.​[46]​ Butler, then, claimed Irish ancestry on the basis of “consent” rather than “descent,” in Werner Sollors’s terms.​[47]​ In 2004, Sinead de Roiste from Philadelphia was the first Irish-African American Rose. In 1998, Luzveminda O’Sullivan, of white Irish and Filipino heritage, won the competition representing Galway (although she is from Co. Mayo). In 2010, the winner was Clare Kambamettu, the London Rose of white Irish and Indian descent. In 2011, Tara Talbot, the Queensland Rose, who is of white Irish and Filipino descent, was victorious. I do not wish to suggest that the selection of recent mixed race winners of the Rose of Tralee competition represents an unproblematic celebration of the diversity of global Irish identities. On the contrary, such gestures can often point to the obscuring rather than the challenging of racial hierarchies. In a discussion of the crowning of Vanessa Williams as the first African American Miss America in 1983, Sarah Banet-Weiser argues that 
Williams’s presence and the presence of African American and other nonwhite contestants in recent beauty pageants both responds to accusations that pageants do not include women of color and reinscribes the primacy of whiteness celebrated within the pageant. The presence of nonwhite contestants obscures and thus works to erase the racist histories and foundations upon which beauty pageants rest.​[48]​  
Two years prior to the victory of Kambamettu, the experience of the 2008 London Rose sounded a warning bell to anyone who might be tempted to assume that the recent appearance on the Dome’s stage of mixed race Roses might signal a wider cultural willingness to unsettle the correspondence between white and Irish.​[49]​  
Nonetheless, the narratives of Luzveminda O’Sullivan and Clare Kambamettu, specifically those that unfolded after they won the competition, do challenge both the trajectory and politics of the roots journey to Ireland as it has evolved since the 1950s, particularly in the Rose of Tralee competition itself. Both women were the subjects of documentaries devoted to showcasing their involvement with NGOs as part of their Rose of Tralee duties, but which also functioned as roots journey narratives. On 9 March 1999, RTÉ screened a half-hour documentary about reigning Rose of Tralee, Luzveminda O’Sullivan, which tracked her recent visit to the Philippines which she undertook in both her public (as ambassador for Trócaire, the official overseas development agency of the Catholic Church in Ireland) and private (to reconnect with her maternal relatives, especially her elderly grandmother) capacities. In fact, the trip had arisen because she had appeared on The Late Late Show some days after her victory and, after telling Gay Byrne that she had not been to the Philippines to see her relatives since 1988, was rewarded with a trip for her entire family (sponsored by tissue manufacturers, Posies).​[50]​ Subtitled Rose of the Philippines, the episode was broadcast as part of RTÉ’s Would You Believe series, a long-running show that is devoted to foregrounding, broadly, questions of faith, spirituality, morality and ethics. 
The programme mediates in fascinating ways between the various forms of belonging (regional; national; international; interracial) represented by mixed race Luzveminda. Her father, Seán, and her paternal grandmother, Joan, encouraged Luzveminda to enter the competition due to their family connections to Co. Kerry. Joan, who asserts in the episode that she’ll “be Kerry til the day I die,” notes that her pride at Luzveminda’s victory was enhanced by the opportunity it offered to vaunt her granddaughter’s success among her Killarney relatives. Boasting such impeccable Co. Kerry credentials, Castlebar native Luzveminda would have been eligible for the competition even under pre-1967 rules. At the same time, the programme offers an explicit reworking of the typical roots journey. It opens with a clip from the Rose of Tralee, in which Mindy, prompted by emcee Marty Whelan, describes how her parents – Filipina au pair, Florita and Irishman Seán O’Sullivan – met in Co. Mayo in the 1970s. The film cuts to a scene shot at Florita’s grave, in which Seán recounts travelling with his family to the Philippines the previous December, having a gravestone carved there, taking it back to Ireland in a suitcase and having it erected at Florita’s grave in Co. Mayo (Florita died in March 1987). Thus, the documentary foregrounds at the outset a recurring convention of the roots journey – what Nash terms “mortuary rituals”: 
people bring soil from a grandfather’s grave in the United States to scatter in the fields they knew in Ireland; a grandmother’s prayer book is buried in an Irish graveyard; Irish soil is smuggled back to America to be added to an emigrant ancestor’s grave. The visit to Ireland is a pilgrimage in honor of ancestors who could never go back.​[51]​
However, in this case, the assumed U.S./Ireland connection is displaced: the Irish grave belongs to a Filipino woman and her widower undertakes a “mortuary ritual” imagining that, in so doing, a small piece of Filipino heritage is restored to Florita in the Co. Mayo graveyard. The “Rose of the Philippines” is, by implication, Florita herself. 
	While Rose of the Philippines is deeply sentimental, in the manner of conventional roots journeys, the highly mediated and constructed nature of the “return” to the Philippines is nonetheless foregrounded in the documentary. RTÉ did not follow the O’Sullivans to the Philippines. Instead, the footage there was taken – and is signposted as “amateur video” in the screened episode – by Luzveminda’s boyfriend, Patrick Flannelly. Towards the end, the episode follows Luzveminda and Seán travelling to Joan’s house in order to show her a tape of the reunion that took place between Luzveminda and her maternal grandmother, whom she hadn’t seen in ten years. Played over this scene is an instrumental version of “The Water is Wide,” which evokes both the geographical distance bridged by Luzveminda to see her maternal grandmother in the Philippines as well as her paternal grandmother’s (implied) inability to travel. The scene imaginatively and sentimentally unites Luzveminda’s white Irish and Filipina grandmothers, but because the viewer watches them watch the video, the profoundly performative aspect of the encounter is emphasised. 
Another documentary, A Rose to India (2011), which is similarly focused on both public (developmental) and private (affective) motivations for travel, follows Clare Kambamettu as she travelled to India with the international development organisation, Voluntary Service Overseas (VSO), one of the charity partners of the Rose of Tralee festival. Travelling in the company of her parents, Ravi and Breda, Clare visits her father’s guru, the house in which he grew up in a suburb of Hyderabad, recalls visiting her grandmother in India as a child and enjoys a meal with extended family. The documentary thus also functions as a kind of roots journey narrative, so familiar to today’s viewers from the BBC’s Who Do You Think You Are? (2004- ) original format: interspersed with narrative testimony by Ravi and Breda about Clare’s birth and early life are family photographs. RTÉ screened the documentary, produced by Gaeljin, on 16 August 2011, just a few days before the Rose of Tralee competition was due to be televised and Clare was coming to the end of her reign. Like in Rose of the Philippines, Clare’s Rose of Tralee victory is foregrounded through RTÉ footage at the outset, and then immediately displaced. Both documentaries, then, shift very deliberately from the white Irish “roots” privileged by the pageant to the non-white ancestries of both women. A Rose to India’s revisions to the Rose of Tralee spectacle resonate even more powerfully, perhaps, because India features in the original Mulchinock song: Anglo-Irishman Mulchinock emigrated to India, leaving behind his beloved Mary, a maid in service to the Mulchinock family, when he was accused of murder. Parted from Mary, “In the far fields of India, ‘mid war’s dreadful thunders, / Her voice was a solace and comfort to me.” 
Moreover, both documentaries provoke Irish viewers, interpellated as white, to consider and, to varying degrees critique, one of the most longstanding and problematic instances in which discourses of Irishness and racialisation were demonstrably intertwined. The image of “black babies” – impoverished non-white children in the developing world, homogenised as “black” – was a powerful tool used by the Catholic Church to encourage the Irish faithful to give generously to Church-funded missionary activities, a philosophy that Bryan Fanning terms “missionary nationalism.”​[52]​ The “interdependence of missionary work and the racial ideologies of colonialism” is satirised memorably In Clare Boylan’s Black Baby (1988), in which a childless white Irish woman, when faced with a black woman arriving at her front door, assumes she has been visited by the grown-up “black baby” whom she “bought” with her First Holy Communion money.​[53]​ By emphasising both the white Irish and “developing world” origins of their subjects, the documentaries force their viewers to relinquish any sense of the “over-there-ness” of so-called “black babies” and, by extension, to reflect on the potential “cultural chauvinism” of historical Irish missionary activity.​[54]​ 
In fact, the 2011 documentary can be seen as an explicit engagement with the earlier Rose of the Philippines, in which Luzveminda, when pressed by the interviewer about whether aid undermines the ability of Filipinos to develop themselves, replies that Ireland is a first-world country and the Philippines is a third-world country. By contrast, A Rose to India refuses this binary logic and is more interested, as Lorraine Pilkington’s voiceover tells the viewer, in the “paradoxes” of India and “the delicate balancing act that allows so many different religions to coexist” there. It explores the India that is a “powerhouse of global commerce” but which is also characterised by extreme poverty and deprivation. In so doing, the documentary does not romanticise or sentimentalise Clare’s Indian roots. On the contrary, it emphasises that the journey gives Ravi “a fresh insight into the India hidden from him by his middle-class upbringing.” At the end, the voiceover assures us that the Kambamettus, who have visited India many times previously, have on this trip discovered “a place deeper, more paradoxical, more complex, and yet more hopeful than the place they thought they already knew.” Contrary to the typical roots journey narrative, there is no attempt to simplify or homogenise the ancestral homeland in A Rose to India. Its complexities are emphasised throughout. 

Beyond the “Rose of Tralee”
Would You Believe? Rose of the Philippines and A Rose to India provide just one lens through which to consider the potential of the roots journey to disrupt narrow conceptions of Irish identity. To conclude, I wish to mention briefly two creative writers who have also deployed the roots journey format in order to trouble the assumed equivalence between one or more of the constituent elements of the typical roots journey: an Irish American; a white subject; return to Ireland.​[55]​ In Clairr O’Connor’s Belonging (1991), white Irish Deirdre Pender returns to West Cork from New York City, where she has been living for ten years, for her parents’ funerals. After reading diaries kept by her father, which her cousins assure her constitute fiction-in-progress, Deirdre begins to suspect that she is the child of a Hungarian refugee who came to Ireland in 1956, gave up her daughter for adoption (to the Penders) and then emigrated to Canada. When she devotes herself to researching her possible Hungarian ancestry, an American journalist based in Hungary responds: “I thought Americans went to Ireland to find their roots. Irish women coming to Hungary to find theirs is new to me.”​[56]​ Ultimately, Deirdre’s desire to “defect” from her parents – for a foreign woman, rather than her mother Sarah, to have given birth to her – epitomises her wish to opt out of the form of Irish femininity (devout Catholicism, apparent passivity) she believes that her mother embodied.​[57]​ Although Deirdre eventually discovers that she has no Hungarian ancestry, the search for roots results in her making meaningful empathetic connections to Hungarian subjects, and thus, in Sollors’s terms, she is Hungarian by consent rather than descent. Back in New York, she does “two hours voluntary work on Tuesdays and Thursdays at the Central European Resettlement programme.”​[58]​ 
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